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         On Nox’s first night in Evergreen, his brother convinced him to jump out the window.

         
         It had taken ten hours, thirty-seven minutes, and three transfers by train and bus to get to middle-of-nowhere Maine, and
            he felt a little like a tube of toothpaste that had been squeezed until it was all crumpled. And like he needed a shower.
            He gave his shirt a surreptitious sniff as he followed Noah up the creaky stairs to the attic, only half listening to his
            impromptu, rambling tour of the Day house.
         

         
         “Here it is!” Noah said, flinging the door open. A pair of twin beds and a nightstand had been crammed into the narrow room.
            On the ceiling, a single bare light bulb produced an oily yellow glow. Opposite the beds was a window with the blinds drawn
            up and an old-fashioned wardrobe. Its door hung slightly ajar, a wrinkled shirtsleeve dangling out at the bottom, where Noah
            had probably dumped his clothes in a pile instead of hanging them. His sneakers had found their way to the corner and under
            the unmade bed, and he’d tacked up photos and band posters on his side of the room.
         

         
         Something in Nox curled unpleasantly, like a buried thing squirming away from a sudden light. Noah had settled in and made the space his own, which shouldn’t have come as any surprise. He’d been here on his own for the last few months. It wasn’t like Nox had expected him to sit in an empty room the whole time. It was just that it made it all feel so . . . permanent. 

         
         “Hurry up and put your stuff down,” Noah said, herding Nox inside and kicking the door shut. “I’m gonna show you something
            cool.”
         

         
         “Yeah? Like what?” Nox unzipped his suitcase, looked down in dismay at the tangled contents, which he hadn’t bothered to fold,
            and thought longingly of that shower again.
         

         
         Noah switched off the light.

         
         Nox turned to him and was met with a familiar, devious grin. The two of them were identical twins, had even successfully switched
            places plenty of times—Nox taking math tests for Noah, Noah covering Nox’s detentions—but that smile never looked quite right
            on Nox’s face, no matter how many times he practiced it in the mirror.
         

         
         “I kind of needed that,” Nox said.

         
         “Just trust me.” Noah shoved the window open. With the lights off, the moon was bright enough to see by.

         
         “You only say that when you’ve got a bad idea.”

         
         “Please,” Noah said, swinging a leg up and perching on the windowsill. “You just had probably the most boring summer of your
            life without me. A bad idea is exactly what you need right now.”
         

         
         Nox grinned back reluctantly. Boredom was Noah’s justification for everything: rule breaking, adventure seeking, all his bad ideas—and his best ones. Already, Noah was climbing outside and stepping onto something below the window frame, so that it looked like he was hovering in midair. 

         
         “Wait up,” Nox said. He kicked the suitcase under the bed and followed him.

         
         So he didn’t take much convincing after all.

         
         His feet found a ledge under the window, narrow but sturdy enough. He lowered himself out carefully. They put their backs
            to the wall and shuffled along the side of the house. The sun had set a couple of hours ago. Below, he could just make out
            where the edge of the cliff dove away from the house, the northern woods bumping up against the treacherous incline like a
            whispering sea. Nox had driven through miles of forest earlier, watching the sun travel across the sky through the filter
            of its canopy and outline star-shaped leaves and prickly pine needles in gold, but now there was only an expanse of cloudy,
            rustling shadow as far as the eye could see. Light spilled from a downstairs window, but the ground floor was dark. He pressed
            his palms flat against the wall, feeling the grain of the old wood and the cold seeping in through the back of his shirt.
         

         
         It was quiet except for Noah’s shoes scuffing the ledge next to his, and a hushed “Here.”
         

         
         The roof sloped down to meet them. If they went any farther, they’d have to duck under the eaves. Noah twisted around and
            hauled himself up, swinging a leg over for leverage. Nox did the same. It was a little tricky turning around on the ledge,
            but once he had a good grip, climbing up was a breeze. And then they were on the roof.
         

         
         The night was glossy-clear, like a photo in a magazine spread. It felt like he could see each of the millions of stars individually, could’ve sunk his hand into the night sky and come away with celestial glitter in his fingerprints. 

         
         “Wow,” he breathed. “You can see everything!”

         
         He scrambled up the slope of the roof until he reached the peak, where its two sides met. Facing the front of the house, he
            picked out a pale ribbon snaking through the sky.
         

         
         “Is that the Milky Way?” Noah asked, climbing up next to him.

         
         “Yeah! And over there—” Nox faced the woods again. “That’s Polaris. The North Star.”

         
         Noah squinted at it, unimpressed. “Isn’t it supposed to be the brightest one?”

         
         “Not really.”

         
         “So how can you tell which one it is?”

         
         “By looking at the constellations.” He traced a W shape in the northeastern sky. “That’s Cassiopeia. If you’ve found Cassiopeia,
            you’ve found Polaris.” His finger traveled in a line from Cassiopeia’s W to the North Star.
         

         
         In Greek mythology, Cassiopeia was a queen who offended Poseidon and almost got her daughter, Andromeda, eaten by a sea monster.
            She was the first constellation Mom had taught him about: one of the brightest in the sky, and visible year-round in the northern
            hemisphere.
         

         
         A lot had changed over the last few months. But Cassiopeia, at least, was the same as she’d ever been.

         
         Mimicking Nox, Noah traced a line in the sky from Cassiopeia to Polaris. His sleeve sagged a little bit, revealing the spots on his arm where his skin had turned gray, coarse, and bumpy. Before, he’d only had a few blotches on the inside of his wrist; now the rash went all the way around, like a cuff. Nox grabbed his arm to get a closer look, but Noah pulled away. 

         
         “It’s getting worse,” Nox said, his chest tight with dread. Noah had more of those gray patches on his ankles and his shoulders;
            Nox wondered if those had spread, too.
         

         
         “It got worse for a bit, but then it stopped,” Noah said. “Aster thinks I’ve plateaued.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” Nox said, hoping it sounded less accusatory than Why didn’t you tell me? which was what he really meant.
         

         
         “ ’Cause you’d have packed a bag and hitchhiked here, and Mom would’ve had a heart attack.”

         
         Noah fixed his sleeve, tugging it down over his knuckles. With his head bowed, Nox could see the raised white spots dotting
            the back of his neck. Sores, maybe. Those were new. Helpless anger bubbled up inside Nox. Being in Evergreen was supposed
            to make Noah better, and it hadn’t. And this was their last shot, so if it didn’t work, then—then Nox didn’t know what.
         

         
         Mom had sent Noah to live with Weston and Aster Day because they were two of the best oncologists in the country. Not that
            any of the doctors or specialists they talked to were sure an oncologist was what Noah needed. But Weston had assured Mom
            that he’d get Noah top-notch medical care. He was an old friend of Mom’s, apparently, so it was kind of a favor to her.
         

         
         Noah had left back in May, and Nox hadn’t been allowed to go with him. He and Noah had never been apart; even as babies they’d been born in quick succession, Nox first and Noah following barely a minute later. But despite months of begging, arguing, and shouting matches, Mom refused to let Nox join him in Evergreen. 

         
         Then, days into the fall semester, Nox had almost gotten expelled.

         
         Getting pulled out of school and sent to another state should’ve been a punishment. For Nox, it was an unexpected stroke of
            luck. Since it took a few weeks for the school transfer paperwork to go through, he was getting a late start to seventh grade,
            but he didn’t care about that. This school would be no different from any other, full of classes he wouldn’t care about and
            people who wouldn’t matter to him. Noah wouldn’t be there, either, since he was taking his classes online until he recovered.
            But at least Nox wasn’t hundreds of miles away from him anymore.
         

         
         Even if Noah had been able to come to school with him, their days of switching places were behind them, at least for now.
            No one would have any trouble telling them apart. Noah went around looking like a last survivor in a disaster movie these
            days, scavenger-thin, though Nox knew he had plenty to eat; the nutrients just weren’t sticking to him like they should. He
            ran track, or he used to, but his customary tan had faded; he was even paler than Nox now. He’d let his hair grow out. It flopped into his eyes,
            curled over his ears, and caught in the back of his collar. Mom normally cut it for them. Noah probably hadn’t even noticed
            how long it’d gotten.
         

         
         “They still don’t know what’s wrong?” Nox asked. He drew up his knees and wrapped his arms around them.

         
         “Nope. They keep ruling things out, but there’s, like, a million diseases. We could be crossing things off the list forever.”
            Noah brightened. “Maybe I have something cool, like an ancient virus that was frozen in a glacier, but global warming melted
            it and now it’s out in the world again and I’m patient zero.”
         

         
         “That would not be cool.”
         

         
         Noah picked at a loose thread on his jeans. “They ruled out skin cancer.”

         
         “Really?” Nox said hopefully.

         
         “Yeah. But I wish it was cancer.”
         

         
         “Don’t say that.”

         
         “At least then I’d know what I was dealing with.” Noah rested his chin on his knee. “And there’s treatments for cancer other
            than ‘wait and see.’ I hate not knowing.”
         

         
         Before Nox could come up with a response, they were interrupted by the click of the front door opening far below.

         
         Without having to exchange a word, they turned on their stomachs and lay flat on the roof, clinging to the ridge at the peak
            with their fingertips. They were toward the back of the house, so they probably wouldn’t be visible as long as they stayed
            low.
         

         
         Weston’s and Aster’s voices wafted up to them from the front yard, too far away to make out what they were saying. The car
            beeped as it was unlocked. Its doors slammed. The engine growled, waking up, and a burst of illumination from the headlights
            threw the roof into deep shadow.
         

         
         “Where are they going?” Nox whispered.

         
         “Don’t know. They’re gone almost every night.”

         
         “They are?”

         
         “Thea asks them about it sometimes,” Noah said. “They tell her they’re going back to the hospital for a late shift, but . . .”

         
         “But . . . she doesn’t believe them,” Nox finished, hearing it in Noah’s tone.

         
         Noah shrugged. “I don’t think so. She usually gets mad, goes to her room, and slams the door.”

         
         Thea was Aster’s daughter from a previous marriage; she was about the same age as Nox and Noah. Nox hadn’t met her yet. By
            the time he’d arrived, she had already gone up to bed. He was supposed to be in bed, too, resting for his first day at a new school tomorrow.
         

         
         They sat up as the car’s rumble faded, just in time to see the headlights disappearing down the road that led into town. The
            woods quickly swallowed them, and then it was dark and quiet again.
         

         
         “When do they come back?” Nox asked.

         
         “I don’t know. I’m usually asleep.” Noah read the look on his face and rolled his eyes. “They’re doctors. People don’t stop getting sick just because it’s nighttime.”
         

         
         “Then why does Thea think it’s weird?”

         
         “How am I supposed to know?” Noah laughed. “It’s not a big deal. You just think this place is spooky. Admit it.”

         
         “You think I’m scared?” Nox said. “I’m not a baby. I don’t get scared of the woods.”
         

         
         Noah shook his head, grinning. “Whatever.” He pointed at the sky again. “Is there anything over there?”

         
         “Orion,” Nox said. He drew a line in the air across the three stars that formed Orion’s belt. “He was a legendary hunter who
            could slay any beast. But then he made Gaia angry—she’s basically Mother Earth—so she—”
         

         
         He broke off when Noah turned away and coughed into his sleeve. As the coughing persisted, Noah pulled a tissue from his pocket
            and pressed it to his lips. When he caught his breath and pulled it away, it was mottled with reddish-brown stains.
         

         
         He quickly stuffed the tissue back in his pocket. “Then what happened?”

         
         Nox hesitated. But Noah clearly didn’t want to talk about it.

         
         “So then,” he said, “Gaia sent a scorpion after Orion. . . .”

         
         By the time he got through the story of Orion’s death by scorpion sting, Zeus turning him into a constellation, and Odysseus
            watching him hunt with his bronze club in the Underworld, Noah was nodding off. He shook Noah awake, and they climbed back
            inside. While Noah went straight to bed, Nox took the most rushed shower of his life and finally passed out sometime after
            midnight.
         

         
         Despite his exhaustion, he half woke before dawn, unable to tell if he was dreaming or not. A noise had roused him. Maybe
            the Days had come back? He listened for the sound of a car door closing or footsteps downstairs. But there was nothing except
            for Noah’s breathing in the bed across from his, and a creak in the walls, like the old house was wheezing in its sleep.
         

         
         He twisted around in the blankets, too hot; but his skin prickled with goose bumps, as if he’d caught a chill. They’d left the blinds up. The moonlight was so bright it felt fake, like a cascade of silver foil. He closed his eyes for what felt like a long time. 

         
         When he opened them again, there was a white face in the window.

         
         It was long, too long to be human, and glossy as ice melting by candlelight—a cool, luminous sheen. The shape of it made him
            think of some kind of animal skull, a fox maybe, bleached and polished to a shine. And it was looking at Noah.
         

         
         As Nox watched, it turned to him instead. It had six eyes, each one black as a solar eclipse, and like a solar eclipse, Nox
            felt he shouldn’t be looking directly at them.
         

         
         Because his mind was running on dream logic, Nox didn’t scream or sit up or wonder how a fox—dead or otherwise—had gotten
            to their third-story window. But he sensed somehow that if he closed his eyes, if he lost this staring contest, the skull
            would turn its attention back to Noah. And it was vitally important that he did not allow that to happen.
         

         
         The longer he lay there with his eyes open, the more his mind cleared. He didn’t see the fox leave, but by the time he was
            truly awake, there was nothing outside but black sky and moonlight.
         

         
         Just a dream, he thought, and went back to sleep.
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         Evergreen didn’t have a school; he and Thea would need to be dropped off in town, where they’d catch a bus that would take
            them and a handful of other kids to Grayville. It would make stops in a few minuscule towns along the way, allowing more passengers
            to trickle inside until the bus was full. This meant they had to be up by 5:45 and out the door by 6:30, which had to be some
            kind of human rights violation.
         

         
         Nox had dragged himself through his morning routine, feeling like he hadn’t slept at all. He thought he might have woken in
            the night at least once, and his dreams had been restless, though he couldn’t remember what they’d been about. But he always
            had trouble sleeping in new places. Every time they moved because their landlord had jacked up their rent or Mom had gotten
            a new job, it took Nox’s body a few days to adjust. At least he’d woken up in his own bed and hadn’t broken his neck sleepwalking
            down the stairs.
         

         
         He slumped against the counter and stirred his spoon listlessly through a bowl of cereal. Weston puttered around the kitchen, making up plates of eggs, toast, and bacon. Aster was already at the hospital; they had their shifts set up so that they could switch off covering breakfast and rides to the bus stop, and it was Weston’s turn this morning. 

         
         “You sure you don’t want any?” Weston said, unbelievably chipper for the hour. “I made plenty!”

         
         Nox mumbled a polite refusal. The greasy smell alone made him a little sick.

         
         Weston was taller than anyone Nox had ever met, and so skinny he almost looked two-dimensional, like if he turned sideways
            he’d disappear. In a show of either questionable judgment or an enviable lack of concern for other people’s opinions, he had
            paired his crisp white doctor’s coat with a fur-lined trapper hat pulled low over his ears.
         

         
         Nox would never admit it, but he had been relieved when, after Weston had picked him up last night, he’d taken off his hat
            to reveal a tuft of light brown hair. He’d had a few uncomfortable questions about Mom’s “old friend,” which he couldn’t bring
            himself to ask her directly but also couldn’t get out of his head. It was just weird that Mom trusted Weston with Noah’s life when they hadn’t seen each other in over a decade. She’d never talked about Weston
            or introduced him to Nox and Noah. But suddenly this guy they’d never even heard of was her best friend? Nox had thought she
            only had work friends.
         

         
         So he’d wondered if—

         
         But seeing Weston in person put those worries to rest for good. One of the few things Nox knew about his dad was that he’d
            had black hair. Nox and Noah had gotten that from him. They had his eyes, too—a gray so dark it was almost black, which made
            it look like they had no irises, just enormous pupils.
         

         
         The last thing he’d given Nox was a name; Mom had named Noah, and their father had named Nox. And then he’d walked out on them. Nox thought he should’ve had his naming privileges revoked after that. 

         
         In the corner of his eye, he hazily registered Noah coming down the stairs with Thea Day. She had reddish-brown hair, like
            autumn leaves after their color faded and they started to disintegrate into the mud, and about a million freckles, from her
            hairline to her collar, and down her arms from her rolled-up sleeves to her fingertips. He had seen her once or twice in the
            background when Noah had video-called. She wore boots and a weatherproof jacket—as if she planned to hike to school—and was
            laughing at something Noah was saying.
         

         
         Noah waved a hand in front of Nox’s face.

         
         “Hey. You in there?”

         
         Nox grunted in a vaguely affirmative sort of way. It was a cosmic injustice that Noah was a morning person. They were twins.
            They had the same DNA. Noah should be nodding off over the table, too, not bouncing around the kitchen accepting a heaping
            plate of bacon and eggs from Weston.
         

         
         “This is Thea,” Noah said, dropping into the seat next to Nox. “Say hi.”

         
         Thea sat down across from them, her plate by her elbow and a textbook and notepad open in front of her. Her notes were color
            coded. It looked like she had a test today. Nox’s mind wandered back to his blurry, mostly forgotten dreams. Had she been
            up late studying? Had she felt something strange in the night, like Nox had?
         

         
         Noah prodded his shoulder.

         
         “Hi,” Nox said, far too late.

         
         “Hi!” Thea said brightly. Nox suppressed the urge to groan. Another morning person. She and Noah resumed their conversation, Noah taking her notebook and quizzing her. It was only once they’d
            all piled into the car, Thea in the passenger seat beside her stepdad and Noah in the back with him, that Nox surfaced from
            his exhausted stupor long enough to realize that something was off.
         

         
         “Noah?” he said.

         
         “Oh, are you conscious now?” Noah snickered. “Good morning.”

         
         Nox squinted at him. “Why are you coming with us?”

         
         The doctors had said that Noah’s immune system was messed up, so it was safer for him to take online classes; they didn’t
            want to risk him catching something that would make his mysterious condition worse.
         

         
         “I’m going to the hospital with Weston after we drop you off,” Noah said, unconcerned. “They’re going to take my temperature
            and stick me with needles.”
         

         
         “It’s just a checkup. We’re trying a new course of medication,” Weston said, glancing at them in the rearview mirror. “He’s
            shown great progress already. We’re hoping to build on that.”
         

         
         Nox’s eyes strayed down to Noah’s sleeve, which hid the spreading rash. They were trying something new because what they’d
            tried before hadn’t worked. And Noah had said he’d plateaued, which meant he’d stopped getting worse, but he also wasn’t getting better.
         

         
         If his condition worsened again, how bad would it have to get before he’d tell Nox?

         
         The Day house perched on an outcropping of land that hung over the woods, curving like a crooked finger. From the front of
            the house down the long driveway to the gate, the ground was covered in prickly bluegrass and spear-like foxtails. The gate
            itself was a heavy cast-iron structure; it was open now, but when they’d come in last night, it had been chained shut. Weston
            had stopped the car to undo the chains and heave the gate open. Then he got back in the car, drove them through, and stopped
            once more so that he could get back out and chain the gate shut again. Nox had watched this whole production in silence.
         

         
         “What’re you trying to keep out?” he’d asked.

         
         “Haven’t you ever heard of the highwaymen? They’re outlaws who roam the wilds, preying on unsuspecting travelers.” Weston beamed. “No need to worry, of course! They
            won’t be giving us any trouble.”
         

         
         Fine, Nox had thought. Don’t tell me, then.

         
         But Weston left the gate open this time, and they drove away on the one-lane dirt road that would take them through the forest, down a steep incline, and into the outskirts of town. The trees pressed in so close it seemed a miracle that they weren’t raking the sides of Weston’s car—a battered white Civic, all dented and scratched like it’d gone a few rounds with a hellhound. Sunlight trickled over the windshield. Evergreen’s scant rooftops appeared and disappeared between the trees. Nox watched through the window as they passed by, since it had been too dark to get a good look last night, but there wasn’t much to see even by daylight; they didn’t go through the center of town, just veered around the edge of it. The bus stop stood alone a short ways down the main road that led toward Grayville. 

         
         They pulled up next to it, and Nox and Thea climbed out.

         
         “Look out for Nox, all right?” Weston told Thea.

         
         Noah leaned out the window. “See if you can get through a day without ending up in detention.”

         
         “Sure, whatever. I’ll be good.”

         
         “That sounds like a threat when you say it.”

         
         Nox put his hand flat on Noah’s face and pushed him backward, the way you might press down the lid of an overflowing garbage
            can to make its contents fit. Laughing, Noah allowed himself to be crammed back inside the car.
         

         
         Weston drove off. Nox watched until the car went around a bend and disappeared.

         
         “Are you worried?” Thea said.

         
         Nox jumped. He’d almost forgotten she was there.

         
         “No,” he replied instinctively, and then didn’t know why he’d said that. Obviously, he was worried. What kind of question
            was that?
         

         
         “He’s going to be fine,” Thea said, as if she’d heard the real answer underneath the false one Nox had given.

         
         Nox glared at her, unaccountably annoyed. “How do you know that?”

         
         “I guess I don’t, but my parents are sure he’ll be okay. I believe them.”

         
         “Must be nice. Do your parents always tell you everything?” Nox said, and felt a rush of petty satisfaction when she faltered and looked away. He was using what Noah had told him against her—that she’d been fighting with her parents—which was something Nox shouldn’t even know about. It wasn’t fair of him, but he didn’t really care. 

         
         They waited in strained silence until the bus came. Although it was almost empty, they picked seats on opposite sides of the
            aisle. Nox zoned out until they were dropped off at school a little over an hour later. He stood on the sidewalk in front
            of Grayville Middle as people streamed past him, looking down at his schedule.
         

         
         “Let me see that,” Thea said, holding out her hand. He was surprised to see her there; he’d lost track of her in the throng
            and had expected she’d already be inside. “I’ll help you find your first class.”
         

         
         “I got it, thanks.”

         
         He walked away before she could reply.

         
         School was actually kind of a reprieve. It was routine, normal. He kept his head down, did his work, and didn’t bother talking
            to anyone.
         

         
         He was swapping out books at his locker around midday when someone reached over his shoulder and slammed the door shut. Nox
            jerked back just in time to avoid getting his hand crushed. The bang made the people around them jump. Heads swiveled in the hall to see what was happening; there was snickering from some of
            the onlookers.
         

         
         Nox gritted his teeth, turned around, and looked up. And then up some more. The kid looming over him towered head and shoulders above most everyone else. He stood unnecessarily close, which was probably meant to be intimidating or something, except he had an unfortunate buzz cut that made him look like a used eraser, all pink and lumpy with a smattering of coarse blond shavings clinging to his head. Didn’t exactly strike fear into Nox’s heart. 

         
         “Oops. My bad,” the boy said, grinning widely.

         
         Nox’s hands curled into fists, but he kept them down at his sides. “Don’t worry about it.”

         
         “I won’t.” With a laugh, the other boy planted a hand on Nox’s chest and shoved hard, slamming him against his locker with
            an impact that made Nox’s teeth ache. “You new here?”
         

         
         “Do I look new?” Nox said.

         
         “Never seen you before.”

         
         “Wow. Look at you, putting the pieces together all by yourself,” Nox said, in his snottiest, most patronizing tone of voice.
            “Nice job. Want a treat?”
         

         
         He probably didn’t need to be that snarky, but when someone came to Nox looking for a problem, it was Nox’s policy to provide
            them with one.
         

         
         Then he was being pinned by a forearm braced across his chest with crushing strength, the other boy leaning in close enough
            that Nox got a whiff of Cheetos-breath and had to wrinkle his nose.
         

         
         “I don’t know how it was at your old school. At this one, you don’t talk back. Got it?”

         
         Any other time, Nox would’ve said, What happens if I do? and shoved him away twice as hard. But Nox couldn’t do that now. He couldn’t keep escalating things. That was one of Mom’s favorite words, escalate, which was when someone was kind of annoying and Nox retaliated instead of taking the high road and letting things blow over.
            So he gritted his teeth and didn’t say anything. The boy seemed to take his silence as some kind of concession, because he
            gave Nox a final jarring push into the lockers, making the door and Nox’s skull rattle, before letting him go and strolling
            away, laughing.
         

         
         Taking the high road felt like crap. No wonder no one ever wanted to do it.

         
         “Nox!”

         
         He jumped. But it was only Thea, scurrying toward him.

         
         “What?” he said curtly.

         
         “I just saw Zack Millard leave. Did he say something to you?” she asked. “He’s a jerk to everyone. Just ignore him.”

         
         “I’m fine,” Nox bit out. “He didn’t do anything.”

         
         Thea’s concern for him was more embarrassing than getting slammed against the lockers like a punk. Did she really think he
            needed to be coddled because some oversized blond rat had been a little mean to him? Nox could’ve knocked that guy out. He
            could take care of himself.
         

         
         He inhaled deeply, trying to count to ten like Mom was always telling him to do when he wanted to get his temper under control.
            It had never worked for him, but maybe a miracle would happen.
         

         
         “You’ve got lunch next, right?” Thea said, oblivious to his darkening mood. “You can come and sit with me and my friends.”

         
         “Save it,” he snapped. “I know your dad told you to be my chaperone or whatever, but I don’t need pity friends.”

         
         He almost felt bad about that one. Thea hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d been trying to be nice to him all day. The anger
            he couldn’t direct at Zack Millard just had to go somewhere, so here he was, lashing out at someone who didn’t even deserve
            it. Nothing that Thea could have said or done in that moment would’ve been the right thing.
         

         
         Thea’s face turned such a brilliant shade of red that it clashed with her hair. “Right, because you’re great at making friends on your own.”
         

         
         “Sure, when I want to be,” Nox said. “Take a hint.”

         
         “Whatever. Offer’s open. See you later.”

         
         She stormed away.

         
         Nox glared at her back. Typical busybody, offering him help he didn’t even ask for and then getting annoyed when he turned
            it down.
         

         
         He found a quiet place to eat outside by himself, but he didn’t truly relax until he’d made it to the end of the day without
            seeing Zack again.
         

         
         He had to control his temper. Getting into any more fights would ruin a lot more than just his permanent record.

         
          

         Last month had been the first time he’d ever started school without Noah, and it had been a disaster even by Nox’s lofty standards.

         
         It was just that Nox was mad. Mad all the time. Especially since Noah had gotten sick.
         

         
         He’d always been more quick-tempered than Noah, so it wasn’t new, exactly. When they were younger, they used to get picked on. If you grew up poor, with secondhand clothes and haircuts done by your mom in front of the cracked mirror of your tiny bathroom, and you were skinny and short and quiet on top of that, you went around looking like an easy target. And Mom had never known what to do when they got picked on. She had them so young—the closer he came to being a teenager himself, the more he started to understand how young. She’d been the same age as the girl who stocked the shelves in the corner store and stuttered when you talked to her.
            The same age as the cheerleaders at the high school down the road who had glittery cell phone cases and smoked on the bleachers
            after practice when the coach had left. He bet they wouldn’t know what to do, either. The best Mom could do was call the school and get brushed off by overworked administrators.
            So he and Noah stopped telling her when something happened and learned to deal with it themselves.
         

         
         The way Noah dealt with it was, he learned how to be nice and charming and funny. He made friends with everyone. He got into
            track and helped build sets for the drama club. No one bothered him because too many people liked him, and anyone who messed
            with him just came off looking like the bad guy. But that was a long-term solution. Nox liked immediate solutions for immediate
            problems. He’d learned to fight. And he’d gotten pretty good at it.
         

         
         Nowadays, most people knew to leave him alone. But there was always someone who didn’t know how to stand up for themselves, some kid with clothes that didn’t fit or bad acne or a lisp. Telling people to lay off wasn’t enough. You had to make them. The last time, though, he’d gone too far. The jerk he’d picked a fight with was the principal’s son, and it didn’t matter
            that he’d made a sixth grader cry or that he’d hit Nox back. Nox had thrown the first punch, so Nox was at fault.
         

         
         Mom had only managed to save Nox from expulsion by promising to transfer him to another school. Immediately.

         
         She’d sat Nox down that night, pressing an ice pack to his swollen cheek and looking so disappointed Nox hadn’t been able
            to meet her eyes. He’d glared down at his bruised knuckles, jaw clenched so hard his teeth hurt, and waited.
         

         
         “I should have known this would happen,” she’d said.

         
         Nox had flinched away from her touch. Usually, this was the part where Mom would begin her lecture about how violence wasn’t
            the answer and how she knew he was better than this. He hadn’t known, until just that moment, that her believing he was better
            mattered to him.
         

         
         “Don’t move,” she said gently, pressing the ice pack to his face again. “Listen. I should have expected this. I know you’re
            having a hard time without your brother. You’ve been so angry, and—and just miserable. I don’t think I’ve seen you laugh once
            since he left. It breaks my heart.”
         

         
         Nox shook her off, took the ice pack, and held it up himself. “Am I grounded?”

         
         “I should ground you. But we need to talk about what happens next,” she said. “Now, this is not a reward. I don’t want you to think just because you’re getting what you want here that you did the right thing.”
         

         
         “What?” Nox said, not understanding. He finally glanced up.

         
         Mom had pinned back her light red hair, a few wisps of it escaping the clip to frame her round cheeks and blue eyes. She straightened it for work, but it always frizzed to softness by the end of the day. Nox and Noah were pretty much the opposite of her, skinny with sharp angles, and already about her height. 

         
         “You need your brother. He keeps asking for you, too. Every time I talk to him without you. He’s been begging for me to send
            you to Evergreen,” she said. Nox blinked at her. He hadn’t known that. Noah always acted like nothing was wrong when they
            spoke. “I talked to Weston and Aster, and they said they have room for you. So you’re going to stay with them for a while.”
         

         
         “Are you serious?” Nox said, sitting bolt upright, the hand holding the ice pack falling limp to his side.

         
         “You’re still in trouble,” she reminded him in her sternest voice. “And if you get in any fights over there? You’re coming
            straight back here. I don’t care if you get kicked out of every school in the county and I have to scrounge up the cash to
            send you to some fancy private academy for rich snobs. Got it?”
         

         
         Nox nodded in numb silence, barely hearing her.

         
         Mom must have sensed his distraction, because she put her hands gently on his bruised face, turning him to look at her again.
            Her blue eyes were soft and sad.
         

         
         “You have to learn to control your temper, Nox,” she said. “I don’t want you to get hurt. I know you can defend yourself, but what happens
            if the other guy pulls out a gun? You never know, these days.”
         

         
         “I won’t fight anyone with a gun,” Nox said tonelessly.

         
         “It’s not funny,” she said, sounding so upset that Nox instantly regretted opening his mouth. “And if you really hurt someone—hurt them badly—you’d regret it forever.” 

         
         When Nox picked fights, he always went for the bullies. But he wasn’t standing up for anyone, not really. When the shy, awkward
            kids he rescued wanted to thank him, he always snapped at them to leave him alone, making sure they understood that this didn’t
            mean they were friends. Like he needed some lost cause with even worse problems than him hanging around. Sometimes his anger
            was like a living thing trapped in his chest, pressing on his skin from the inside, until he thought it would rip him open
            if he didn’t find a way to let it out. Bullies just gave him an excuse. They stuck the bull’s-eye on their own backs.
         

         
         If he really hurt someone, would he regret it?

         
         He honestly didn’t know.
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         Weston either ignored or failed to notice the frosty silence between Nox and Thea as he chattered away during the drive home.
            The gravel on the driveway had barely settled before Thea flung the car door open and stomped up to the house. Nox trailed
            after her slowly, hoping to slink up to the attic and not speak to anyone but Noah until dinner.
         

         
         But Aster was waiting to pull Nox aside the moment he came in. She looked a lot like Thea, with her dark red hair and freckles,
            but she didn’t have the kind of face that Nox could imagine scowling like Thea had at him, or laughing the way she had with
            Noah. Aster was calm, poised, and professional, and probably a really good doctor, not that it made Nox feel any better about
            what she had to say.
         

         
         “Noah might be asleep,” she told him. “The trip to the hospital took a lot out of him.”

         
         She said it so casually, like nothing was amiss—like Noah didn’t use to be the fastest runner on the track team, and now he needed a whole day in bed to recover from a car ride to the doctor. Nox’s throat closed; he felt like he’d been hit in the gut and couldn’t do anything but move with the blow so that it wouldn’t knock him to the ground. 

         
         He nodded stiffly, not responding, and went upstairs. He was careful on the steps to the attic door, putting his weight down
            gingerly, as if that would stop them from creaking. Clutching the strap of his backpack with one hand, he eased the door open
            and peeked inside.
         

         
         At first, he thought Noah really was asleep. He was curled up on his side under the covers, a mess of black hair splayed over
            his pillow. But before Nox could withdraw, the lump under the blankets stirred. Noah pushed himself up on his elbow, wincing,
            as if moving even that much had taken all his strength.
         

         
         “Nox?” he said hoarsely.

         
         “Yeah.” Nox dropped his backpack on the floor and climbed onto the end of Noah’s bed. “What happened?”

         
         “Don’t know,” Noah said, flopping on his back. “I started feeling kind of bad as soon as we started driving, but I thought
            I was just tired. By the time we got to the hospital, everything hurt. Like . . . I was sore after a long run or something.
            And stiff. It was kind of hard to move.”
         

         
         “Does it still hurt?” Nox asked.

         
         “Not anymore. I started feeling better once we got back here. Now I’m just moping.” Noah smiled shakily. “First time I get
            to go anywhere in weeks, and this happens. I know I’m lucky Weston and Aster can give me most of my treatments at home, but
            it sucks.”
         

         
         “I know,” Nox said uselessly. He tried to come up with something better to say, but Noah was breezing past it already, evidently
            done with the whole subject.
         

         
         “How was your first day?” he asked, tilting his head on the pillow to look up at Nox. “Did you hang out with Thea? Do you have a ton of homework?” 

         
         “Not a ton,” Nox said, choosing to ignore his other questions. He gave Noah’s foot under the blanket a light kick. “Maybe
            I’ll take a nap, too.”
         

         
         “Ugh.” Noah made a face. “Can we watch something?”

         
         They ended up downloading some horror movies onto the laptop Noah used for his online classes. Spending the afternoon crammed
            together on Noah’s twin bed with the laptop between them was the most normal Nox had felt in months. But Noah leaned heavily
            on his shoulder, and every now and then, he rubbed at his wrist over his sleeve. Most of Nox’s attention was on the movie,
            but part of it was focused on Noah, hyperaware of every change in his breathing and every restless fidget.
         

         
         Noah was feeling better by dinnertime, so they went downstairs together. The Days and Noah carried the conversation. Thea
            chimed in every now and then, but Nox didn’t talk unless someone spoke to him directly—usually Noah, the only one who knew
            how to get anything other than one-word answers out of him. Nox and Thea were on dish duty after. They managed to do all the
            cleaning up side by side at the sink almost close enough for their shoulders to touch without saying a single word to each
            other, talking only to Noah, who sat beside them on the counter.
         

         
         “Come upstairs with us,” Noah said to Thea, hopping down once they’d finished. “We’re doing a Conjuring marathon. Annabelle’s next.”
         

         
         Thea hesitated, glancing briefly at Nox.

         
         “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve got an essay due tomorrow. Next time?”

         
         “Sure!” Noah said. But as soon as she was gone, he rounded on Nox. “What did you say to her?”

         
         “Nothing,” Nox said indignantly.

         
         Noah crossed his arms, not buying it.

         
         “I just told her to leave me alone. She’s kind of annoying, that’s all,” Nox said. “So what? She doesn’t like me, either.”

         
         “Thea’s cool,” Noah said. “And you’re both nerds, so you’d probably get along.”

         
         “Shut up,” Nox grumbled. Nox wasn’t a nerd the same way Thea was, based on what little Nox knew about her from Noah’s calls.
            She liked going to school and studying, and it was safe to assume she really was working diligently away at that essay right
            now, not slacking off like the two of them. Nox didn’t have a hard time in class, but he didn’t care about it, either. He
            had a good memory for mythology because old stories about guys with swords killing monsters were kind of cool. And he knew
            a lot about the stars because, when Nox and Noah were little and they couldn’t sleep, Mom would take them up to the roof of
            their apartment building. Though the light pollution made it impossible to see anything but a flat navy sky, she’d pull up
            a star map on her phone and point to where all the constellations were.
         

         
         Even when you can’t see them, they’re there, she’d said, a little wistfully, like she was thinking of something else. Nothing lasts forever, but the stars come pretty close.
         

         
         Noah used to fall asleep in Mom’s lap almost immediately, but Nox would stay up as late as she’d allow before she took them
            both back downstairs, Noah cradled against her shoulder and Nox clinging to her hand. When he got older, he’d study the same
            star maps by himself; and when memorizing the positions of the stars wasn’t enough, he’d read astronomy books so that he’d
            understand what he was looking at. He liked most things better when they made sense to him. A star was basically a core of
            hydrogen atoms reacting to make helium, giving off energy in the process, and emitting heat and light. A lot of the mystery
            went away once you understood that. Noah said the mystery was half the appeal of the stars. Nox didn’t agree.
         

         
         “Thea’s the one who showed me how to get onto the roof,” Noah said now. “She could tell I was homesick, so she kept me company
            even when it meant blowing off her other friends. She wants to work in wildlife conservation, so she knows, like, everything
            about the plants and animals around here, which you have to admit is a little cool—”
         

         
         “I get it, you’re friends,” Nox said. “That doesn’t mean I have to be friends with her.”

         
         “If she’s avoiding you, that means she’ll have to avoid me, too!” Noah said. “At least try and be nice? Please?”
         

         
         Noah had always had a lot of friends, orbiting him like planets in his own personal solar system. But Nox had never needed
            or wanted that many people around him. He had Mom and Noah, and that was enough; most other people were a hassle.
         

         
         Noah’s friends didn’t usually bother him. Rarely did people make the mistake of treating them like the same person, not after they’d spent more than five minutes around them. And no matter how many friends Noah had, Nox was his only brother. So why was Thea different? In the privacy of his own mind, he could admit that it had taken very little for Thea to get under his skin. 

         
         He decided he’d really prefer not to think about it.

         
         “All right,” he said. “I’ll try, okay?”

         
         This underwhelming promise was enough to satisfy Noah for now, and they went back upstairs. By the time they got to the end
            of Conjuring 2, Noah was nodding off against Nox’s shoulder. Nox hit pause and slowly closed the laptop. Before he could figure out how
            to get back to his own bed without waking him up, Noah stirred.
         

         
         “Hey, Nox?” he mumbled, struggling to keep his eyes open.

         
         “Yeah?” Nox said.

         
         “Don’t tell Mom, but . . .”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I’m, uh. I’m kind of scared.”

         
         He wasn’t talking about the movie.

         
         Nox swallowed hard. “Me too,” he admitted after a long moment.

         
         They were good at switching places. Nox would have given anything to be able to switch with him now.
         

         
         There was no response; Noah was already asleep.

         
         Nox, for his part, got very little sleep that night.

         
          

         He quickly came to view the Day house as an enemy. It was too big, too creaky, too isolated.

         
         The north side of the house bordered a sheer drop. When Nox paused at one of the north-facing windows in the second-floor hall on his way to the attic stairs, the woods went on forever. The forest canopy was impenetrable. Even now, in the fall, when the leaves had gone a delicate papery yellow and some of the branches were already bare, there was no telling what lay underneath. The only distinct shapes were the needle-tipped branches scratching at each other, like claws reaching up from the earth to dig up the house’s foundations and pull it down. 

         
         Nox didn’t like the north windows. Even more than that, he didn’t like the sounds he heard at night. The raucous calls of
            the coyotes were always too close for comfort. The old grandfather clock in the hallway chimed every fifteen minutes with
            a hollow toll like a church bell. Sometimes birds landed on the roof or squirrels made daredevil ascents up the drainpipe,
            and you could hear their footsteps no matter where you were. The crickets sang incessantly. On that subject, Thea had this
            to say: “They lay their eggs this time of year. In the soil. Then they don’t hatch till spring.”
         

         
         Nox wrinkled his nose. “Gross.”

         
         “It’s not gross,” she said, rolling her eyes, like talking about cricket eggs at the dinner table was totally normal.
         

         
         “Know-it-all.”

         
         “Jerk.”

         
         Noah kicked him under the table, and Nox bit back the response he would have made. Aster shot Thea a narrow-eyed look of warning.
            “Never mind, Antheia.”
         

         
         “It’s Thea.”
         

         
         “Mm-hmm. Of course.”

         
         Thea sighed. The subject was changed.

         
         If the coyotes and crickets weren’t bad enough, the house recited a litany of complaints each night. It groaned from its foundations
            to its rafters. The ancient pipes banged whenever the heat came on. The bluff cut the wind in half so that it sheathed the
            house like a blade, its moans and howls coming as if from every direction.
         

         
         The only sounds he couldn’t explain were the wingbeats.

         
         They began late in the night, their soft and steady rhythm washing over him just before he finally dropped off. Whatever was
            making that noise, it had to be huge. Like a bird of prey circling the house on its way to roost in the distant mountains.
            He found himself checking the ground for stray feathers in the morning, but he never saw any.
         

         
         You’d think he would’ve enjoyed living in a real house after growing up in an apartment the size of a postage stamp. It had
            a laundry room with a washer and dryer—no weekly pilgrimage to the laundromat needed. It had a whole bookcase in the living
            room full of books the Days owned. It was always stocked with Kleenex boxes (the Days never used toilet paper to blow their
            noses) and Ziploc bags (which the Days threw away after one use instead of washing and reusing until they got cloudy). There
            were always fresh fruit and vegetables in the fridge; they never bothered with the canned stuff.
         

         
         But it was so much bigger than what five people—let alone three—really needed. They clattered around in all that space like coins in a glass jar. It had occurred to Nox that if anyone or anything other than Weston and Aster approached the house in the night, they’d be in pretty bad shape. No car to escape in. No neighbors to go to for help. Nowhere to run, up on a cliff with dense woods surrounding them on three sides and a chained-up gate on the fourth. Trapped. 

         
         All in all, he was lucky to get even a few hours of sleep every night, when everything about this house made him feel so
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